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Did Belief Decline in the Seventeenth Century?


Introduction

This essay examines Astrology's decline in seventeenth-century England. It delves into its historical acceptance within science and religion until prognostication led to condemnation, triggering doubts, and alignment with civil unrest. Scientific discoveries then splintered astrology from astronomy, diminishing authoritative support. It argues a cultural shift during turmoil led to efforts to repress occult sciences, hindering astrology's legitimacy. Subsequently, astrologers' disunity and inability to rise to the challenge of repositioning astrology as an independent discipline, along with its association with superstition, hindered recovery needing a public psyche shift and reduced resistance for its eventual revival.

Background & Context

Astrology has been challenged ever since it appeared on the cultural arena. Clever and gifted individuals have rejected its philosophy, just as clever and gifted individuals have been temperamentally attracted to its orderly scheme.[footnoteRef:1] Attacks against astrology were seen in antiquity by figures such as Cicero and Carneades.[footnoteRef:2] Astrology was incorporated into the belief-system of medieval-Christendom with little difficulty. Astrologers taught that God was first cause and defined the stars as secondary causes operating by divine permission. They argued the stars inclined man’s will without compelling it and were therefore able to claim that their science did not destroy moral responsibility. With this accommodation, few people seem to have been conscious of any real conflict between the two systems of supernatural explanation. Many great medieval astrologers were churchmen, sometimes high in the ecclesiastical hierarchy.[footnoteRef:3] Joined to this worldview, astrology retained its scientific status through the Middle-Ages and renaissance.[footnoteRef:4] However, Bernard Capp suggests the extent of astrological practice in late-medieval and early-Tudor England was uncertain and probably limited, claiming that England was an ‘astrological backwater’ in this period.[footnoteRef:5] The dearth of vernacular guides makes it unlikely that there were many practitioners in the countryside to serve ordinary people.[footnoteRef:6] [1:  Mark Graubard, Astrology’s Demise and its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs, pp.250.]  [2:  David Pingree, Pathways into the Study of Ancient Sciences: Selected Essays, Astrology, (American Philosophical Society, 2014), pp.34.]  [3:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.17.]  [4:  Jesus Navarro Astrology and Science: Two worldviews searching for a synthesis, pp.51]  [5:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.18-19.]  [6:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.18-19.] 

Sixteenth Century

The Corpernican Effect

The Tudor-era witnessed significant scientific breakthroughs, notably Nicholas Copernicus', "De Revolutionibus Orbuim Coelestium (1543)." This work revolutionized cosmology by challenging the prevailing geocentric view of the universe. It introduced heliocentrism, departing from Ptolemy's Earth-centred model. Copernicus' proposal of circular orbits for Earth around the sun offered simpler explanation for planetary motions than intricate geocentric epicycles. Without seemingly any idea of how his discovery may impact his beloved art, Copernicus wrote,
“On account of heaven's transcendent perfection, most philosophers have called it a visible god. If then the value of the arts is judged by the subject matter which they treat, that art will be by far the foremost which is labelled astronomy by some, astrology by others, but by many of the ancients, the consummation of mathematics. Unquestionably the summit of the liberal arts and most worthy of a free man.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Nicholas Copernicus, De Revolutionibus (On the Revolutions): Introduction, 1543 C.E.] 

Therefore, it is clear Copernicus regarded astrology and astronomy as conjoined, and as primary, as did contemporaries such as Tycho Brahe and Johannes Kepler. 

Tudor England

Even though England had a less distinct tradition of astrology when compared to the continent, from the mid-sixteenth century onwards, a practice of astrological prognostications began to emerge. This revitalization of astrology was linked with astronomical discoveries and the renaissance of mathematics. Leading mathematicians, Dr John Dee, Thomas Allen and Leonard Digges were famed as astrologers. The history of astronomy, astrology and mathematics in England shows a close connection between the fields.[footnoteRef:8] There is evidence of Queen Elizabeth using John Dee, regarded the most eminent English astrologer and mathematician of the sixteenth-century, to cast horoscopes.[footnoteRef:9] Thus knowledge generated by prophecy and astrology had always been associated with power.[footnoteRef:10] Astrology’s increasing popularity was also reflected in the rise of the English almanac that explained its principles, and growth of professional astrologers in London in the second half of Elizabeth’s reign. Astrological terms such as jovial, lunatic, and mercurial passed into common usage.[footnoteRef:11] Astrology encountered two major challenges in the sixteenth-century: religious compatibility and alignment with prevailing political ideologies. Chapman highlights conflict arising from Calvinism, emphasizing God's absolute providence, sparking anti-astrological sentiments. Notable English writers opposed astrology, deeming it contrary to Protestant beliefs. However, mainstream acceptance was achieved by portraying astrology as comprehension of God's divine will enacted on earth, although the prognostic part has always incited concern. During the Middle-Ages, it was illegal in England to predict the death of the king by divination; and by 1581, it had been made a crime to even cast the ruler’s nativity.[footnoteRef:12] Astrologers may have found it more lenient during Elizabeth's reign due to her astrological counsel but towards the end resistance began to be mounted. In 1601, John Chamber published “A Treatise against Judiciall Astrologie” in which he attacked prognostication and called for parliament to outlaw astrology. He claimed astrologers confined themselves to producing almanacs because they could not defend technical faults of the practice. The shift from Elizabeth to James I marked further change. Elizabeth maintained a moderate religious stance, while James I advocated a more absolutist monarchy and exhibited less tolerance for dissent. Upon assuming the throne in 1603, he took a strict stance by granting a monopoly to the Company of Stationers. This decree signalled change, with severe punishments for "conjurers" and those creating almanacs or prophecies exceeding what was deemed acceptable. This marked a notable shift in attitudes toward such practices.[footnoteRef:13] [8:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.18-19.]  [9:  Sinan Akilli, Apocalyptic, Eschatology, Astrology, Prophecy, and the Image of the Turks in Seventeenth Century England, Journal of Faculty of Letters, Vol.29, No.1 (June 2012).]  [10:  Sinan Akilli, Apocalyptic, Eschatology, Astrology, Prophecy, and the Image of the Turks in Seventeenth Century England, Journal of Faculty of Letters, Vol.29, No.1 (June 2012).]  [11:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.21.]  [12:  Hilary M. Carey, Astrology at the English Court in the later Middle Ages, in Patrick Curry, Astrology, Science, and Society: historical essays (Woodbridge, Suffolk, 1987), p.50.]  [13:  Patrick Curry, Prophecy and Power: Astrology in Early Modern England, (Polity Press, 1989), pp.20.] 



Seventeenth Century

Although astrology was still taught in universities, marginalisation had begun by the turn of the century and grew over time. The Savilian Statutes of 1619 expressly forbade the teaching of judicial astrology at Oxford, demonstrating the power of benefactors to control curriculums.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Michelle Pfeffer, The Society of Astrologers (c.1647-1684): sermons, feasts and the resuscitation of astrology in seventeenth-century London, The British Journal for the History of Science (2021), 54, pp.133-53.] 

Ascension to the throne of Charles I in 1625 raised tension with his attitude of the divine right of kings to rule without impediment. This led to clashes, often with parliament, the Eleven Years’ Tyranny period, and ultimately the Civil War, which saw temporary overthrow of the monarchy, establishment of the commonwealth under Oliver Cromwell, and significant social and political transformations. This included changing ideologies and diverse worldviews in various spheres, including astrology. Undoubtedly, the conditions of uncertainty in the 1640s stimulated the demand for astrology.[footnoteRef:15] The war gave impetus to apocalyptic interest encouraging broad circulation and popularisation of astrological and prophetic texts, mainly in the form of almanacs. Keith Thomas writes that “the real boost to ancient prophecy came with the civil war, when Galfridian prophecies joined astrological prognostication and religious revelation to place an unprecedented amount of prophetic advice before the lay public.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Patrick Curry, Prophecy and Power: Astrology in Early Modern England, (Polity Press, 1989), pp.21.]  [16:  Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic, p.410.] 

This proliferation and partisanship of prophecies seems to have encouraged Thomas Hobbes to make a detailed study of it. In chapter twelve of Leviathan (1651), Hobbes describes a catalogue of ‘Secular Prophecy’ in which he classifies forms of superstitious divination and prognostication, including judicial astrology, enthusiasm, and dream interpretation. The term 'enthusiasm' bore a complex of meanings becoming a term of abuse wielded against religious radicals, alchemists, astrologers, and even atheists.[footnoteRef:17] Enthusiasts were accused of having exacerbated the turmoil that had resulted in war.[footnoteRef:18] Hobbes condemned imposture as encroaching on civil power by assuming divinity at the expense of sovereign control. He considered that prophets with followers were more a threat to political order than individual madmen or fools; and that one way to defuse such threat is to demonstrate that pretend prophets, when not charlatans, are mere madmen or fools.[footnoteRef:19] Then, such reputation should dissolve once the ignorant are informed about the natural causes of the enthusiast’s condition. The anti-enthusiasm of the seventeenth-century has been difficult for scholars to characterize and has been linked to reform of language, science, and manners; as a symptom of gradual disenchantment with supernaturalism; as a political reaction against challenges to theological and social orthodoxy; and new epistemological standards.[footnoteRef:20] Aversion to enthusiasm expressed a broader cultural shift away from belligerence and toward restraint, in a struggle to achieve political and social stability.[footnoteRef:21] [17:  Fouke, D. C. (1997). The enthusiastical concerns of Dr. Henry More : religious meaning and the psychology of delusion. E.J. Brill., p.11]  [18:  Alessia Pannese, Epistemic Perspectives on Enthusiasm in Late Seventeenth-Century England, Cambridge University Press, pp.246-7, doi.10.1017/S0017816022000165, Accessed 22.12.2023]  [19:  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, 1651, XII.]  [20:  Fouke, D. C. (1997). The enthusiastical concerns of Dr. Henry More : religious meaning and the psychology of delusion. E.J. Brill., p.11]  [21:  Theodore K. Rabb, The Struggle for stability in early modern Europe (New York; Oxford University Press 1975) in Alessia Pannese, Epistemic Perspectives on Ethusiasm in Late Seventeenth-Century England, Cambridge University Press, pp.246-7, doi.10.1017/S0017816022000165, Accessed 22.12.2023] 


Almanacs & Astrological Publications

Edward Sherburne’s study, "The Sphere of Marcus Manilius," informed Mark Graubard's analysis of a decline in the belief of astrology. Between 1500-1550, 43 of 97 astronomers wrote astrology books. This decreased to 33 among 135 astronomers in 1551-1600. Topics varied from defending astrology to challenging it and exploring cometary significance. By 1601-1650, only 25 astrology works were published among 151 astronomers. From 1651-1673, just two authors focused on astrology among 62 in Sherburne’s book. These findings do not conclusively signify declining belief in astrology. However, they highlight astrology's separation from astronomy and increased focus on astronomical topics.[footnoteRef:22] Lynn Thorndike's "A History of Magic and Experimental Science" challenges Sherburne's implication by highlighting peak years for astrological literature in England: 1650 and 1681, with five times more titles published than any other year.[footnoteRef:23] Graubard notes that if astronomers authored these works, Sherburne would have included them in his list. The astrological authors mentioned by Thorndike were not astronomers but physicians, mathematicians, or humanistic writers. These writings, focusing on comets and apocalyptic predictions, signify a demand for sensationalist astrology during the civil war and demonstrate a move from intellectual or philosophical astrology to a populist genre.[footnoteRef:24] A breakdown of printing controls in the 1640’s facilitated the work of the interloper, making possible a stream of burlesque almanacs. Arguably the most popular books of the early modern period, almanacs were also the form in which astrology came to the early modern English reader. William Lilly’s first edition of “Merlinus Anglicus Junior” in 1644 sold out within a week and a few years later he was pronounced the undisputed head of the profession in England.[footnoteRef:25] Almanacs were successful because they filled a variety of roles, cheaply and concisely. Jokes and crude ribaldry against astrology were mixed with vendetta against political, social, and religious trends.[footnoteRef:26] In the 1660’s, sales of almanacs averaged 400,000 copies annually, which suggests roughly one family in three bought one each year.[footnoteRef:27] [22:  Mark Graubard, Astrology’s Demise and its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs, pp.212-215.]  [23:  Lynn Thorndike, A History of Magic and Experimental Science, in Mark Graubard, Astrology’s Demise and its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs, pp.216.]  [24:  Mark Graubard, Astrology’s Demise and its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs, pp.216.]  [25:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.20.]  [26:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.39.]  [27:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.23-24.] 

When Charles II was returned to the throne in 1660, he was appalled at the state of printing in his realm. To censor the unruly, he had parliament pass “an act for preventing Abuses in printing and regulating Printing and Printing Presses”.[footnoteRef:28] This required publications to be registered with the government-approved Stationer’s Company, giving the king a royal prerogative and, by extension, Stationers the ultimate say in what got printed. However, the act only had partial success. Seditious pamphlets, with titles such as ‘Poor Robin’, ‘Mercurius Politicus’, and ‘Ahab’s Fall’ were still published. Measures were ramped up in 1663 when Charles II appointed royalist pamphleteer Roger L’Estrange as Licenser of the Press. However, this did not prevent far more unregistered than registered titles making their way into the marketplace. While these controls clearly stated a position, it doesn’t seem to have had huge impact on astrology reaching the public, albeit in an insubordinate way. Upon ascension of James II in 1685, the Archbishop of Canterbury refused to license almanacs containing prognostication.[footnoteRef:29] This continued until 1692, when the act lapsed. Henceforth, almanacs could be published with no controls other than threat of prosecution for sedition. The effectiveness of astrological propaganda is impossible to measure. It is certain the public welcomed such material, and there can be little doubt it was important in boosting or undermining morale. The efforts of successive governments to suppress or harness political prophecy show they regarded it very seriously.[footnoteRef:30]  [28:  Karen Nipps, Cum Privilegio: - Licensing of the Press Act of 1662, The Library Quarterly: Information, Community, Policy 84 (4) (October): 494-500. Doi:10.1086/677787.]  [29:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.50.]  [30:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.100.] 


The Astrologers 

Astrologers during the seventeenth-century were directly connected to the intellectual community, either by way of being an astronomer, mathematician, or physician, or by having associates that were. They were a relatively small group at the turn of the century including Dr John Dee, Christopher Heydon, Richard Allestree, and William Bedwell. Notable astrologers later in the era include John Heydon, John Booker, Joseph Blagrave, George Wharton, Elias Ashmole, Henry Coley, William Ramsey, Nicholas Culpeper, John Gadbury, and John Partridge, some of whom were actively providing astrological services across the second half of the seventeenth-century.[footnoteRef:31] Between 1644 and 1666, William Lilly, the most prominent English Astrologer of the seventeenth-century, had a business in London. His books suggest he served 2,000 clients and made around £500 a year.[footnoteRef:32] Towards the middle of the seventeenth-century, English astrology began to reach maturity. The starting point was the publication in 1647 of Lilly’s “Christian Astrology”, the first comprehensive guide to its theory and practice. Lilly published at a juncture when he knew he had support from among rising political forces.[footnoteRef:33] By that time, paradoxically, astrology was already beginning to part company with astronomy, mathematics, and the mainstream of scientific development.[footnoteRef:34]  [31:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.293-340.]  [32:  Derek Parker, Familiar to All: William Lilly and astrology in the Seventeenth Century, (London 1975), pp.117-129.]  [33:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.182.]  [34:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.20.] 

Astrologers were divided in their political views, which was only exacerbated by the Civil War. Left-leaning-Parliamentarian-Whigs such as Whalley, Lilly, and particularly Partridge, frequently engaged in satirical and political attacks against Right-leaning-Royalist-Tory’s such as Gadbury and Parker. Highly biased prophesying often resulted in conflicting interpretations of the same events. The 'Great Comet' of 1647 was seen by parliamentary prognosticators as heralding anticipated political revolution, while royal astrologers considered it an ominous sign of the revolt's unsettling nature. Despite scientific dress, judicial astrology was palpably employed as a partisan political weapon. The furore over the solar eclipse of 29 March 1652, known as ‘Black Monday’, revealed the potency of astrology and apocalypse. Almanacs speculated on the effect and many awaited imminent disaster.[footnoteRef:35] However, the eclipse proved an anti-climax resulting in abuse and scorn towards astrologers. Blagrave’s prediction for 1659, that ‘our heroic governor and prudent council seem united and our nation in great measure settled’ incurred further mockery when Oliver Cromwell died in September 1658.[footnoteRef:36] Decrees and predictions sought to undermine or build support for political issues, depending on the compiler and his view. It’s hard not to argue that political propaganda was the driver and astrology merely a vehicle to get there.  [35:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.79-80.]  [36:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.97.] 

Beyond prognostications, astrologers were often critics of the social structure, calling out perceived injustices by landlords, loan sharks, lawyers, and particularly clergy. They encouraged community duties and pilloried groups appearing responsible for abuses, including fellow astrologers. Attacking illiterate practitioners was a simple way for the astrologer to appear on the right side of virtue.[footnoteRef:37] It is easy to understand why astrologers had a reputation as controversial, rebellious, and even abusive, possibly helping to undermine their overall standing. [37:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.105-110.] 

However, in 1647, in contrast to the obvious divisions, an informal group, the ‘Society of Astrologers’ endeavoured to mount a united front in defence of astrology. The group included most, if not all, the sparring figures. Lilly exclaimed at a meeting that there was “no dispute of king, parliament or army” indicating differences were put aside. Activities included research projects, discussions, and lectures. The group corresponded with amateur astrologers from around the country demonstrating continued interest in astrology. However, the group’s main objective was to ‘resuscitate’ the science of the stars, which they believed was desperately suffering under the weight of persistent attacks.[footnoteRef:38] Maintaining a cohesive society appears to have been problematic. Renewed political upheavals brought an intensification of personal feuds. John Gadbury, John Partridge, George Parker and their disciples denounced each other as traitors, imposters, papists or fanatics.[footnoteRef:39] Personal and political virulence towards other astrologers aroused a great deal of resentment and scorn. By 1677, there was a prevailing view that ‘This art is so contaminated and defiled, and the true grounds so conspurcated and intermingled with frivolous fables, that except the pure quintessence be extracted from those faeculent dregs, this science which passeth all other humane arts, as the light of the sun the stars, is likely to perish.’[footnoteRef:40] [38:  Michelle Pfeffer, The Society of Astrologers (c.1647-1684): sermons, feasts and the resuscitation of astrology in seventeenth-century London, The British Journal for the History of Science (2021), 54, pp.133-53.]  [39:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.25.]  [40:  Patrick Curry, Prophecy and Power: Astrology in Early Modern England, (Polity Press, 1989), pp.56] 


The Astronomers 

Despite increasing scepticism regarding the mechanics of astrology, there is evidence of continuing belief among prominent astronomers such as Johannes Kepler in the early seventeenth-century. In a letter in 1602, Kepler wrote,
“Even if a large part of the rules in this Arabic art amounts to nothing, there still is a good share of this art which deals with the mysteries of nature and must not be cast out. And if success is not easily come by, one is merely obliged to work harder to reach the light.”[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Mark Graubard, Astrology’s Demise and its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs, pp.234.] 

In another letter, he acknowledges he is unable to find the answers he seeks and urges his colleague to take up such work but warns that in investigating such matters, “the more you step out of the realm of reason and venture into your convictions, the more you will incur my suspicion of a superstitious tendency.”[footnoteRef:42] These conflicting comments hint at a crucial aspect for consideration: whether astrology can genuinely be rationalized or comprehended through reason. [42:  Mark Graubard, Astrology’s Demise and its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs, pp.234.] 

The impact of emerging scientific ideas in England remains unclear. Kepler's role as Imperial Mathematician increased interest in his "Astronomiae Pars Optica." Christopher Heydon praised Kepler's work and sought astrological insights in 1605. Kepler's "De Stella Nova Serpentarii," rich in astrological content, found some success in England's astrological circles. He sent a copy to King James I, hoping to sway the king's views on astrology. Despite efforts to promote his reformed harmonic astrology, it received lukewarm response from English mathematicians.[footnoteRef:43] In 1609, Kepler unveiled his first two laws of planetary motion in "Astronomia Nova". Thomas Harriott, William Lower, Henry Briggs, and Christopher Heydon were among few astronomers known to have studied the book upon its release. While astrology held importance in Kepler's worldview, Harriott and Lower had nuanced views, and Briggs openly opposed it. Heydon, an active astrologer, embraced only aspects of Kepler's theories he could verify empirically. Their critiques diverged from Kepler on his 'magnetic philosophy.' and Heydon critiqued Kepler's ellipse theory, questioning its geometric foundations. Briggs rejected attributing vital spirits to celestial bodies. These debates showcase rejection of Kepler's ideas and reveal lack of consensus among mathematicians regarding astronomical theory. The empirical challenges to Kepler's concepts foreshadowed future credibility struggles and pivotal debates for astrology. There is evidence that Cambridge university and the Gresham College were using Kepler’s works around 1610 and it is claimed most prominent English astronomers were well-acquainted by 1620 making increasing use of the practical parts of his books over the next fifteen years, seeing integration of the first law into their vision of the structure of the universe.[footnoteRef:44] Kepler’s publication of astronomical tables in 1627 appeased astronomers concerns for correct planetary positions.[footnoteRef:45] These tables significantly improved both the accuracy of astronomical predictions and astrological technique. Heydon’s chaplain William Bredon was using them by 1630 to cast horoscopes for friends.[footnoteRef:46] This period saw inclusion of Kepler's tables in English almanacs, pivotal in disseminating astrological teachings. This can have only been a boost for astrological practice in England. However, by the 1650s, Kepler's entire cosmological framework faced English scholars' rejection. This could be attributed to the limited acceptance of Neoplatonic ideas in England, hindering assimilation of Kepler's concepts.[footnoteRef:47] This rejection also potentially influenced the course of astrology in England. [43:  Johannes Kepler, Gesammelte Werke, (Max Caspar 1951), xv, p.350 Adam Jared Apt, The Reception of Kepler’s Astronomy in England: 1596-1650, St Catherine’s College, D.Phil. Thesis, 1982.]  [44:  Adam Jared Apt, The Reception of Kepler’s Astronomy in England: 1596-1650, St Catherine’s College, D.Phil. Thesis, 1982.]  [45:  Johannes Kepler, The Rudolphine Tables, 1627.]  [46:  K.M Briggs, William Lilly, The Last of the Astrologers: Mr William Lilly’s History of his Life and Times, The Folklore Society and D.S Brewer (London, 1974), p.29 ]  [47:  Adam Jared Apt, The Reception of Kepler’s Astronomy in England: 1596-1650, St Catherine’s College, D.Phil. Thesis, 1982.] 

The Royal Society

The Royal Society (1660) had a primary goal of promoting scientific knowledge and collaboration. Its formation was a response to growing interest in scientific inquiry, empirical investigation, and the exchange of ideas among scholars and intellectuals during the Scientific Revolution.[footnoteRef:48] During the Restoration, connections were still strong between leading astrologers, Society members, Scientists and Mathematicians. Despite growing scepticism and questions around academic legitimacy, there was still much interest and sympathy towards astrology. Many considered there was a strong possibility that an astrological science could be attained, if only astrologers would focus on “fewer false predictions and more faithful registers.”[footnoteRef:49] Some members held hermetic, spiritual, and alchemical interests, noted by K. Theodore Hoppen. He suggests these pursuits were not uncommon within the Society, highlighting ongoing fascination with the occult among its members, as evident in papers and correspondence.[footnoteRef:50] Records of early meetings seem at odds with the official view that reason was defeating superstition, however, a shift was taking place that would marginalise such practices when the Society, shortly after inception, depicted its founding as a triumph of Baconian experimentalism over ignorance of the past. To enshrine the Society as the ‘official science establishment’, Thomas Sprat felt it necessary to vindicate it against attack by universities, College of Physicians, and even the Church. Charles Webster has argued that his apologia was to “undermine critics and convince the public of the Society’s worthy aspirations”. This ideology, Thomas Sprat felt, would “invincibly arm against the inchantments of Enthusiam”. Men of science would logically shy from questions of theology or ‘civil business’ and turn towards natural philosophy, a discipline “that never separates into mortal factions; that gives room to differ without animosity; and permits us, to raise contrary imaginations upon it, without any danger of a civil war”.[footnoteRef:51] Private actions often did not match prevailing public discourse pointing to a potential privatisation of belief. Robert Hooke’s record upon a fellow member’s death demonstrates he considered the conjunction of Saturn and Mars a ‘fatal day’.  However, Curry suggests that Ashmole took umbrage with what he saw as the ‘prostitution’ of astrology by ‘a multitude of pretenders’ including illiterate professors, of mainly women, indicating growing contempt and annoyance at astrology no longer being an elite practice.[footnoteRef:52] In 1697, an anonymous correspondent wrote to the Society asserting his ability to perfect astrology if he could secure suitable encouragement. The Society did not dismiss him but requested proof of ability via prediction, such ambivalence compounding the waning interest in astrology. Robert Boyle chose not to publish his empirically supported supernatural phenomena in the second part of 'Strange Reports' due to reputation concerns.[footnoteRef:53] By the eighteenth century, this attitude had been institutionalised, with members only corresponding about such topics in a private capacity as they could now not “be brought before us as a Society not coming within the design of our institution”. In giving a critical account of Lilly and other seventeenth-century astrologers, Walter Scott claimed that “The erection of the Royal Society, dedicated to far different purposes than the pursuits of astrology, had a natural operation in bringing the latter into discredit”. Even if not intentionally, by ostracising it from science, the early Royal Society did play a significant role in the decline of astrology.[footnoteRef:54] [48:  Michael Hunter, The Royal Society and the Decline of Magic, Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London, 20 June 2011, Vol.65, No.2, pp.103-119.]  [49:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.188-90.]  [50:  Michael Hunter, The Royal Society and the Decline of Magic, Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London, 20 June 2011, Vol.65, No.2, pp.103-119.]  [51:  Donald R. Dickson, The Tessera of Antilia: Utopian Brotherhoods & Secret Socieites in the early Seventeenth Century, Afterword, (Brill’s Studies in intellectual history; vol.88, 1998), pp.242-3.]  [52:  Patrick Curry, Prophecy and Power: Astrology in Early Modern England, (Polity Press, 1989), pp.37.]  [53:  Michael Hunter, The Royal Society and the Decline of Magic, Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London, 20 June 2011, Vol.65, No.2, pp.103-119.]  [54:  Michael Hunter, The Royal Society and the Decline of Magic, Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London, 20 June 2011, Vol.65, No.2, pp.103-119.] 


Attempts to Reform Astrology 

Attempts to reform astrology were seen in the second half of the seventeenth-century by individuals and a Society of Astrologers. Varied approaches were taken, including John Goad’s study of weather and planetary motion; and a return to Ptolemaic principles removing prognostication techniques. John Whalley translated Ptolemy’s ‘Quadrapartite’ in 1701 to support this. However, politics continued to be a source of dispute between astrologers compromising any ability to debate reform without resort to criticism. Genuine concern for livelihoods centred around proposals to abolish practices such as horary, which formed the bread and butter of many astrologers’ services. The astrological world was as schismatic as the religious, only much smaller.[footnoteRef:55] Reform activity of the Society of Astrologers included commissioning publication of apologetic sermons justifying astrology on its sacred history. This makes some sense given much of the attacks were religiously rather than scientifically based, however these were invariably considered out-of-date historical arguments. Many Society members were also mathematicians and unsuccessful attempts were made to promote astrological literacy within the broader mathematical curriculum.[footnoteRef:56] Any challenge of reform was undeniably flanked by arguments of both church and science: if astrology claimed prognostications were scientific, they would be debunked by scientists citing reason. If astrology claimed divination or revelation, it would be criticised as superstition or heresy.[footnoteRef:57] [55:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology: The Medieval and Modern Worlds, (Bloomsbury Academic, 2009), pp.173.]  [56:  Michelle Pfeffer, The Society of Astrologers (c.1647-1684): sermons, feasts and the resuscitation of astrology in seventeenth-century London, The British Journal for the History of Science (2021), 54, pp.133-53.]  [57:  Kinch Hoekstra, Disarming the Prophets: Thomas Hobbes and Predictive Power, https://www.jstor.org/stable/44024686] 

Carl Jung has argued that passionate interest in movements like astrology arise from psychic energy which can no longer be invested in obsolete religious forms. For this reason, such movements have a genuinely religious character, even when they pretend to be scientific. The fact they give themselves a scientific veneer is not a grotesque caricature, but a positive sign they are pursuing "science," i.e., knowledge, not faith. He says “Modern man abhors faith and religions based upon it. He holds them valid only so far as their knowledge-content accords with his own experience of the psychic background”.[footnoteRef:58] He warned that, [58:  Collected Works of C.G. Jung, Volume 10: Civilization in Transition, THE SPIRITUAL PROBLEM OF MODERN MAN, C. G. JUNG, Princeton University Press, https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5hhs4s.8] 

“Whenever you hear anyone talking about a cultural or human problem, you should never forget to inquire who the speaker is. If he projects his psychology into the problem, he falsifies it by his personal bias, and on the pretence of presenting it objectively so distorts it that no truth emerges but merely a deceptive fiction. This can lead to intolerable distortions and false conclusions which may have very serious consequences.”[footnoteRef:59]   [59:  Collected Works of C.G. Jung, Volume 10: Civilization in Transition, THE SPIRITUAL PROBLEM OF MODERN MAN, C. G. JUNG, Princeton University Press, https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5hhs4s.8] 

The implications of this for astrology from attacks by the church and science are only too clear.



The religious challenge

With the rise of philosophies come new accounts of humans, animals, nature, and the relation of each of these to God, which have inevitable implications for religion. Innovations in natural philosophy always threaten to disrupt religious understanding as it directs individuals to the sacred and the religiously meaningful life through the medium of the mundane.[footnoteRef:60] Consideration of how religion can lose its vitality when emphasis shifts toward empirical and intellectual methods applies equally to astrology. Practices can become ambiguous as their application is reduced, extended, or revised, or as new hermeneutical principles are applied.[footnoteRef:61] With shifts come a need for adjustment, discussion, and evaluation to achieve reconciliation. Mark Graubard has questioned the lack of effect Newton’s Principia Mathematica had on religious beliefs and argued that, as religion shares similar structural components with astrological belief patterns, it could have presumably been accommodated in a similar way.[footnoteRef:62] He claims when such situations arise in history, controversy can go on indefinitely without anyone being the wiser for it, and without either side being entitled to call the other ignorant or unsound. Reason has nothing to do with it. The emotional predilections of the individual are the sole determinants of their stand, and their literary and argumentative skills are the sole determinants of their defensive efforts.[footnoteRef:63] On this basis, it could be argued that the church did a lot more to address and assimilate emerging philosophies to remain acceptable than astrologers did. [60:  Daniel Fouke, (1997). The Enthusiastical concerns of Dr. Henry More : religious meaning and the psychology of delusion. E.J. Brill., p.14.]  [61:  Daniel Fouke,(1997). The Enthusiastical concerns of Dr. Henry More : religious meaning and the psychology of delusion. E.J. Brill., p.14.]  [62:  Mark Graubard, Astrology’s Demise and its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs, pp.211]  [63:  Mark Graubard, Astrology’s Demise and its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs, pp.252.] 


The Scientific Challenge

It was felt that once astrology had been turned into a science that was reliably and demonstrably true, it would naturally regain people’s admiration and approval.’[footnoteRef:64] However, creating a new discipline involves more than institutional recognition. It necessitates research, identity definition, and exploration of philosophies beyond techniques. Only by delving into detailed studies, exploring practices, and mapping its unique domain does a field truly become a science.[footnoteRef:65]  Establishing a new field presents challenges in justifying foundations. Scientific critique refines perspectives, but excessive distraction may derail original goals. Critiques arise from maintaining discipline standards and established power dynamics, often constraining new research directions and potential critique of established sciences. A new field of science requires a motivating real-world practice. This practice drives the study's focus, either explicitly identifiable or deduced from ambiguous issues. Identifying this practice is crucial, synthesizing issues for systematic examination. Defining a field's identity involves voicing its underlying assumptions. Additionally, practice inherently holds norms guiding actions. Distinguishing "natural" from "normal" is vital, as cultural activities are inherently unnatural. Exploring these questions helps shape a field's identity and confronts moral foundations. Investigating stigmatization is also crucial.[footnoteRef:66] Astrology needed to distinguish itself to stand independently, separate from existing disciplines, however there is little evidence that the necessary processes to establish astrology effectively as a field were undertaken. [64:  Patrick Curry, Prophecy and Power: Astrology in Early Modern England, (Polity Press, 1989), pp.78.]  [65:  Juha Varto, Problems of a New Branch of Science, Filosofinen Aikakauslehti, 4/96.]  [66:  Juha Varto, Problems of a New Branch of Science, Filosofinen Aikakauslehti, 4/96.] 

Successful reformation of astrology was going to be no small undertaking. With the former Society of Astrologers failing to survive the Restoration, the lack of a united front would have precluded formal consensus (if even achievable) regarding objectives of reformation. Without clear direction and purpose supporting the merit of continuing to teach the subject, divorced from astronomy, it is unsurprising universities were reluctant to maintain astrology in their curriculum, despite ongoing interest by many academics. However, while scientists increasingly turned away from astrology, they made no systematic attempts to destroy it, perhaps feeling it was not needed.[footnoteRef:67] By the late seventeenth century, magical practices, at least as far as the educated elite were concerned, had been driven underground.[footnoteRef:68] [67:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.278-9.]  [68:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology: The Medieval and Modern Worlds, (Bloomsbury Academic, 2009), pp.163.] 

After the deaths of several prominent astrologers in the first two decades of the eighteenth century, there were no equivalent figures who could command the recognition these previous practitioners had achieved. By 1720, attempts made to reform astrology had largely come to an end, leading to the conclusion that, by then, there were no individuals who could be regarded as astrologers of equivalent intellectual standing.[footnoteRef:69] Beyond this point, and seemingly out of ideas to reposition astrology as a valid science, many acknowledged the derision now shown and either wavered in their own defence of the practice or took a more private approach. Like witchcraft, astrology seems to have been destroyed, not by new arguments but by a new view of the universe which eroded beliefs.[footnoteRef:70] [69:  John Clements, The Intellectual and Social Declines of Alchemy and Astrology, circa 1650-1720, (University of York, 2017), p.7]  [70:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.277-8.] 


Conclusion

Astrology having a history several thousand years old was a reputed science in the past, being academically accepted, studied and visibly present in western culture. The arrival of modern science forbade its teaching and practice, removing it from universities and leaving no academic room for astrological knowledge.[footnoteRef:71] The importance of the period of English history leading up to and including the Restoration has long been recognized. It was a time of extraordinary religious, political, and philosophical upheaval and cultural fertility. Scholars have struggled to develop a methodology and categories adequate for understanding the changing cultural attitudes of this period during which inherited vocabularies and patterns of thought were utilized while at the same time being revised.[footnoteRef:72] The unravelling of this theological-scientific system is significant because it undermined, eroded, and ultimately removed astrology’s scientific and theological foundations and is thus fundamental for understanding astrology’s marginalisation as a characteristic feature of the turn towards modernity.[footnoteRef:73]  Astrology had long lost favour with the church, who had shifted from a debate about the extent of astrology in the sixteenth-century to an entirely hostile view by the early seventeenth-century. Developments in the church during the civil war only accelerated such hostility.[footnoteRef:74] Accompanied by a determined and systematic attempt by some of the elite, especially militant clergies, to reform popular values and beliefs, scrutiny for heresy, idolatry, and superstition intensified as ecclesiastical supervision tightened, paralleled by increasingly centralised political control.[footnoteRef:75] Already stigmatised as purveyors of superstition, astrologers paid dearly for their moment of glory during the Interregnum. Astrology was caught up in the wave of elite revulsion and popular exhaustion against enthusiasm. Efforts to escape its effects by reforming astrology into a rational natural philosophy failed. The genteel identification of astrology as enthusiastic, and therefore vulgar, became fixed in the minds of not just a few authorities but an entire social class – a development only made possible by the unprecedented degree of patrician withdrawal and self-consciousness after 1660.[footnoteRef:76] [71:  Jesus Navarro Astrology and Science: Two worldviews searching for a synthesis, pp.49]  [72:  Daniel Fouke, The Enthusiastical Concerns of Dr. Henry More: Religious Meaning and the Psychology of Delusion, Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History, Vol.71, (Brill, 1997), p.9.]  [73:  How to accurately account for astrology’s marginalisation – H. Darrel Rutkin, Early Science and Medicine, 2018, Vol.23 No.3 (2018), pp. 217-243.]  [74:  Bernard Capp, Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800, (Faber & Faber, 1979), pp.278-80.]  [75:  Patrick Curry, Prophecy and Power: Astrology in Early Modern England, (Polity Press, 1989), pp.153.]  [76:  Patrick Curry, Prophecy and Power: Astrology in Early Modern England, (Polity Press, 1989), pp.157.] 

Criticism of astrology and enthusiasm by philosophers helped to purge “superstition” not only from religion and politics but also from natural philosophy, rhetoric and literature as well.[footnoteRef:77] Their diagnosis of the symptoms, causes and cure of superstition seized the imaginations of many English thinkers because of the grounds it provided for dismissing not only disturbers of religious and political stability, but dissenters from every form of accepted orthodoxy.[footnoteRef:78] The practices of seventeenth-century societies like the Royal Society often diverged from the idealized image projected. Historical narratives often simplify and distort events, portraying an idealized version rather than reality. Politics influenced the institutionalization of science, emphasizing material prosperity and commerce. The avoidance of engagement with magical realms was to safeguard the Society's image, against the impact of critical, confident intellectuals and their satirical potency. This avoidance marginalized occult pursuits in favour of natural philosophy, reinforcing boundaries that labelled topics such as astrology as pseudo-science, where it has remained ever since.[footnoteRef:79] Arguably, the Society as an institution had a substantial influence on contemporaries’ perception of just what science did or did not comprise.[footnoteRef:80] Although finally removed from its conceptual and institutional roots, astrology continued to exist as an alternative system of knowledge and practice, much as it had from antiquity through the seventeenth-century; and much as it does today, where it continues to thrive, even though it wholly lacks scientific and theological foundations within today’s legitimate sciences and religions, and the institutional support it formerly enjoyed.[footnoteRef:81] Prominent astrologers were all deceased by 1720 and an absence of younger astrologers able to move into the space was a nail in the coffin, not only of popular almanac astrology but also the movement for the reform of astrology. It had such a low profile by this time that even the clergy went silent on the subject, no doubt feeling their work was done. Ironically, given the focus on attaining scientific foundation, it was remarked upon that it was in fact “the clergy and the satirists that had chased astrology to its grave, but that the scientists were not represented at the funeral”. Seemingly, the scientific debate had provided sufficient ammunition for the attack on astrology by more determined assailants. [77:  Daniel Fouke, The Enthusiastical Concerns of Dr. Henry More: Religious Meaning and the Psychology of Delusion, Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History, Vol.71, (Brill, 1997), p.6.]  [78:  Daniel Fouke, The Enthusiastical Concerns of Dr. Henry More: Religious Meaning and the Psychology of Delusion, Brill’s Studies in Intellectual Histroy, Vol.71, (Brill, 1997), p.6.]  [79:  Michael Hunter, The Royal Society and the Decline of Magic, Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London, 20 June 2011, Vol.65, No.2, pp.103-119.]  [80:  Michael Hunter, The Royal Society and the Decline of Magic, Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London, 20 June 2011, Vol.65, No.2, pp.103-119.]  [81:  How to accurately account for astrology’s marginalisation – H. Darrel Rutkin, Early Science and Medicine, 2018, Vol.23 No.3 (2018), pp. 217-243.
] 
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